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ABSTRACT . 


F A study ihvolving four boys (9 to 14 ,years o14) 
labeled as emotionally handicapped was conducted to 2xamine the 
effect of a verbal cueing technique (iavolving an illogical , statement 
which evokes psychological reactance) on behaviorally disordered 
childr2n. Illogical statements made by the teacher produced positive 
change in target behaviors (such as yelling out ani math performance) 
for all Ss. (SBR) : 
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Currently, there is an increased use of behavior modification techniques 
in classrooms for exceftional children. These procedures are often: laborious 
and time consuming. In addition, a high level of skill on the part of the 
teacher may be necessary for successful implementation of these programs. 
Recently, there has been jijteract exprected in alternative behavior modification 
_, techniques which are easily applied to the typical classroom situation rather *, ; 
than the confines of a laboratory. ‘One such approach 4s in the applicat on ai 
of the psychological reactance phenomenon. ¥ 


Brehm (1966) postulated that, for any’ given individual at any given time, 


there are a number of behaviors in which .that individual feels he could engage, 


either at the moment or at some time in the: future. This ‘set of behaviors is - 
- known as the individual's "free behaviors." Brehm goes i to assume eat if- 

an individual's pahaud anak ereadon is reduced or threatened with reduction, 

that individual will become motivational ly airaliewd: Thigeparticuiar arousal - 

would be directed against any further loss of freedom ahd toward the re- “ 

establishment of whatever freedom had “bIready peeie lost or threatened. This 

arousal state was named asychotogical reactance" and its magni tude was said 

to be a direct function of the importance to the individual of the threatened 

behavior, the proportion of frees behaviors threatened or eliminated, and the 

strength of the threat. ‘A number of behavioral effects were predicted to 


follow the arousal of reactance and which effect would be evident should de- 
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pend on the type of threat, the tyreatgning agent, and other characteristics 
of the situation and the threatened individual. wf 


os 
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Three reactions have been demonstrated to occur telioning | the, arousal 


of reaCRAnCS: First, the threatened or eliminated behavior or goal increases 
in attractiveness. Brehm, Stires, ee and Shaban (1966) showed that 


when a subject believed he was free to choose any one of four aioe and 


the freedom to choose the third “igstsattractive alternative was eliminated, 


a) 


- the attractiveness of that ‘record increased. 


Wicklund (1970) had- silb jects rate the attractiveness de a number of 
consumer items. Two,items were then selected as the choice alternatives ‘and 
the subjects were informed they could choose either of the two. ‘The sub- 
jects were then told there was a nominal tax ‘on the less attractive item. 
Upon re-ranking, the eubJects" preferences were reversed for those two items. 


The author explains that the slight tax on one of the items served as a 


. threat to the freedom to choose that item and thus evoked psychological 


reactance. In two similar experiments, Hammock and Brehm (1966) demonstrated 
the effect of a forced choice on, the: behavior of children. In both experi- — 
ments seerereien rankings were obtained on ei thet candy or toys, “subjects 

were promised choice or no choice for two of the items , subjects were pre- 
adrited one ofthe items without choice, and re-rankings were obtatneds This 
situation represents virtually no freedom for the subject. He is denied the 
freedom both to reject the forced alternative and to select the dliminated one. 


~, 
In this instance the theory would predict a decrease in attractiveness of the 


‘forced choice and an increase in attractiveness for the eliminated one. These 


predicktons were confirmed. Other studies have reported similar findings (Brehm & 


‘Rosen, 1971; Linder & Crane, 1970; Linder, Wortman, & Brehm, 1971; Wicklund, 
Slattum, & Solomon, 1970). sa Ip. 
Second, when a free behavior has been threatened (not eliminated), the 


individual will often attempt to exercise that freedom by carrying: out the 
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behavior in question. A number of investigators (Brehm & Sensenig, 1966; 
Jones & Brehm, 1970; Wicklund & Brehm 1968; Worchel & Arnold, 1973) report 


results indicating that, when a subject's freedom-to choose one of two 


“alternatives was threatened by another person's demanding ‘that he take the 


other alternative, the subject reacted by choosing opposite to the demand. 
Third, a threat to or elimination of freedom may cause the individual ({ 


; a 
- to react hostilely. Injury to the source of freedom reduction may insure no. 


“further threats to freedom and may effectively restore the lost freedom. ~ 

Worchel and eehm (1971) reported that subjects evaluated a person who had 

threatened their. freedom choice more negatively than a person whq had not. 

threatened thetr freedom. Similar findittgs were reported by Brehm and Cole 

(1966) and tlopchat and Brehm (1970). thie: following the arousal of reactance, .. " 
one or more, of the following will occur: increase in the attractiveness of the 
threatened or eliminated behavior, attempt to exercise the threatened behavior, 

and exprassion of hostility toward the thiivatened agent? 


This brief review of psychological reactance suggests a number of ~, . 


“implications for training in exceptional populations. . Specifically, it may 


explain the all too often unguccess ful attempts that are made at eliminating | 
unacceptable behaviors. Our continual discouragement of these behaviors may . 


actually evoke a caunterforce which acts to sustain them. The alternative may 


y be that by imposing restrictions on certain behaviors that we actually wish 


- to develop, we may create motivationally heightened interest in that very 


behavior. foe 4 : ) 
»| 
Only 3 studies have: dealt with the reactance phenomenon in exceptional 


children.” The first employed retarded individuals. Zucker (1974). had severely 


and profoundly retarded a indicate their ‘srafeneice. for different 
i 


colored M&M's. After s ranking procedure , subjects were told they could 


“choose any color they wanted for themselves . Before actual chotce; however’, 
the. ‘experinenters eliminated the subject's fourth choicé ‘alternative. On, 

, the second ranking, ‘severely retarded subjects ‘Increased their preference 

for the eliminated alternative. There ‘was no change for the profound}y | re-- 
tarded subjects (this was explained as possibly due to, a nethodologica weak - 


ness in the procedure). Thus, “only severely retarded aUnIEDN were aQiereive 


to the reactance manipuldtion. — 
a The sécond study dealt with emotional ly handiéapped chi Idren: fylon 
(1975) reported using a verbal cueing technique as “a behavior change stimulus 
with moderate © success. He reports the use of two possible procedures that a 
may effect the behavior in ques tion.- The first is the possibility that the 
“student may’ engage in what Ayl on refers to as "cognf tive restructuring." 

. That is, the student attempts to reinstate his "Free behavior" choice by 
altering his response to the verbal stimulus presented by. the experimenter. 0 


e 


The second possibility: ‘is-that the student is attempt, to avoid a verbal a: 
avef@ve stimulus. Both of these possibilities may well-be associated ‘ith 
the experimenter evoking psychological reactance in the. subject. — 

The "0 Stimulus reported by AyNon consists of an ?1logical eae 


ment reflec ing. why the ‘subject engages fn an sie aha behavior or does 
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not perform a desired behavior. bi illogical statement made by the experi - 
. menter must be obvious to the sleet and therefore ain him the option of 
changing his behavior. Fes illogical stimulus is given anly once ‘and explains = 
oa the behavior in such a way that the subject is. free of bine. There is nq ° 
Ne» verbal slignestion as to the behavior that is. desired, rather. the desired 
behavior is implied rather thap made explicit. ‘ Bf 
Although Ayllon reports success in changing behavior wen using this” 
technique, he warns that as of yet he has not been able to substantiate gen- 


‘ eralization or maintenance of the new behavior over long periods of.time. Reg 
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The- third ate pnidileted by Prieto and uke (977) reports the use 
_of cognitive restructuring with a moderately nenitally retarded Subject. The 
Py. 4 re report. that. after: the introduction of verbal stimulus, the mean < 
" number of ' errors recorded on a response ‘task were ‘peduced fee 3.1 to .5. 
‘In that study the illogical stimulus’ was introduced only once to the Subject; - 
and the response rate was recorded for 10 days after the stimulus was intro- 
‘ duced, 4, 
. The purpose of the present Sti: is to (1) von Hieate: the procedure with 
behavioral ly disordered children. and. (2) to. examine the San whether 


_ the elneroduction of the stimulus would e fect. the henaylor when. spontaneous 
: re recovery seemed to be ere A a “i he * 
a 7 ‘ s 
7 | Method i A 
. ve eres “bp tag. hae ea he A tee 


7 . The subjects isa in’ ‘ie ing were {FOU cauca$ fan males: between 9 and 14 


ars of age. AT] four subjects had been labeled emotionally handi capped. Two ‘ 
7 _ the. Subjects were enralled in sel f-con ained classrooms for at 1d to moderately 
ae ae “Fhandicappels chi dren, the- remaining two ita were enrolled in a apretal 
“school for severely handi capped students. . 
oct — gee = 4 . i | . 7 ‘ 
an each case the target behavior for ane subjects was determined by the _ 

7 o ; “teachers. ‘Each ta get beliavior tiad been sistant \to the usual’ procedures used 

to modi fy. ighaviae an four subjects had been in brdgrams where token economies 

were employed. The usual social reinforcements as wa as contingency management x4 
ie programs had been af tempted. In, at least two ins tances punt shment procedures 
had also’ been “sed. | = “3 | 7) 
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_ Results - : 


Subject #1 was a 14 year old caucasian male, enrolled in’a special + 
school for severe behaviorally disordered children. The target behavior. 
cues verbal outbursts when he was instructed to perform academic tasks. . 


can be seen by Figure 1, this subject’ s outbursts were ‘reduced from 3 to | 


.-75 per observation period. 


7 ge ' Figure 1 Here 
The ilogical stimulus -used with this subject was the rae) part in 
his hair. At the time’ intervention was introduced, ‘the subject was’ told that 
the paachar unders tood why he made negative statements, ‘and ‘engaged in verbal 
outbursts, and wtiy he could not quietly do his asstdanents,, the reason was, ie fh 
no matter how.much he combed his” hair it always parted naturally down the } 
middle. . 

Subject. #2 was a 12 year did cateas tah male-who: was enrolled in a self- 
contained classroom for moderately behavioratiy disordered aaah: "The 
ee behavior for this child was yelling out behavior as opposed to hand 
raising behavior. Efforts had been made to reduce this behavior by use of 
ignoring, | token reinforcement and social prgise. Hone of these procedures i 4 
were effective: tn reducing the behaviors Asecan be seen from Pla 2, this | | 
aaa S yelling out PenvMees mere S aiiices from 21.4 to 10.8 in the first * 
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Figure 2 Here 


treatment period. “Ag can also be noted they were further reduced during the 
*enad treatment perilod to 5.1 els. This may indicate that reintroduction of the 
“st gutas vege have moré effect than was previously thought. At the same time 
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7 
there was an increase in the incompatible behavior of haridraising as can be 


noted from Figure 3. The illogical stimulus used arth this subject involved 
ne 
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the following statement: "I understand why you yell out in class.instead of 
“patsing your hand to get my attention, it is because you have so many freckles." 
Subject #3 was an éleven year old caucasian male, enrolled in a seif- 
contained classroom for moderately behaviorally disordered children. This ». - 
“subject, although capable, would not attempt academic tasks assigned. Math 
performance was selected as the target bahaviar: He continually rationalized 
his noncompletion of tasks in a variety of ways. The iNogical stimulus used 
with this subject was: "I understand why you do not do your math ass {gnment, 


it is because you are not strong enough to hold the pencil." 


As can - seen from Figure 4 Hie was an\increase of task performance from 
14.4 digits written in a 10 minute period to 39 digits. Also from Figurs” 
- it can be seen that actual completion of problems done correctly increased 
from 0 to 1.8. agai previous efforts to increase performance with this 
subject included token reinforcement, social reinforcement and successive * 
approximation, none of these. procedinee were effective in changing the" 
_ behavior. 
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Figure 5 Here 
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_ Subject #4 was a:caucasian male, 9 years of: age enrolled in .a’school 


for severely sebelonaliy disturbed children. -The target behavior was atten- 
tion to task. The subject, was assigned an academic .task and his response 

to the task was panorded: He was allowed 30. secopds to begin work on the ° 
assignment. Figure 6 represents his rat@ of response to academic assignments 
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Figure 6 Here z ae -_ 


before and after*the stimulus was introduced. The illogical stimulus pre-_ 
sented was as follows: "I understand why you cannot begin your work when it 
is assigned, and that is because you have such big blue eyes." The rate of 


non-comp1 {ance behavior reduced from 4.] to 3 over 2 treatment periods. 


a; Discussion 

' Ob Sly Subject #4's behavior did not change as dramatically as did 
the three previous subjects. That may be explained by a variety of factors. 
The severity of this subject's dysfunction may have impaired his ability to : 
respond as did the other subjects. This may suggest that more precision is 
necessary when dealing with severely behaviorally disordered children, or 
that this technique has some restrictions when ‘applied to ehatdven with: severe ie 
behavior disorders. The behavior of the other subg#ects did change somewhat : 
dramatically a ies been illustrated. It is the author's contention that the 
restriction of choice and the need to establish freedom of choice on the part 
‘of the subject may well explain the change in behavior. Although far from- 
conclusive, those.results may well’ suggest continued research in this area. 
Multiple stimuli may be effective with some subjects as’ evidenced by the data, 
but selection of subjects séems to be of significant importance: as well as 
adherence to the assumptions previously stated. The author, and others involved 
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in this kind of research are encouraged by this preliminary effort and feel 


that with some sophistication, selective subjects may respond to this pro- 


‘cedure; when other behavioral approaches do not produce the desired results. 


? 4 * 
: 4 A 


- 


10. 


References 
ta j : ‘ | 


“Ayllon; T. Cognitive restructuring technique with emotionally handi-= | \ 
capped children. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the ‘ 

“Teacher Educators for Children with Behavior Disorders, Atlanta, 

Georgia, 1975. * 


Brehm, J. WoO thane of ‘Psychological Reactance. New York: Academic 
' Press, eee 3 * 


Brehm, J. W. & Cole, A. Effect of a favor-which reduces freedom. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 1966, 3, 420-428. 


Brehm, J. W. & Rosen, E. Wttractiveness of old.alternatives when a. 
new attractive alternative js introduced. Journal of Personality. 


and Social Psychology, 1971’, 20, 261-266. 


Brehm,'J. W. & Sensenig, J. Social influence as a function of attempted 
and implied usurpation of choice. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 1966, 4, 703-707... 


Brehm, J. W., Stires, L. K., Sensenig, J. & Shaban, J. The attractive- 
ness of an eliminated choice alternative. Journal of Experimental 


‘Social ‘Psychology, 1966, 2, 301-313. 


- , > 
Hammock, T. & Brehm, J. W. The attractiveness of choice alternatives 
when freedom to choose is eliminated by a social agent. Journal of 


Personality and Social Psychology, 1966, 3,'546-554. 


- Jones, Re Beck Brehm, J. W. Persuasiveness of one- and two-sided : S 
“communications as a function. of awareness there are two sides. 


Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 1970, 6, 47-56. 


Linder, —. E. & Crane, K. A. A reactance theory analysis of pre- 


decisional cognitive processes. ‘Journal of Personality and Social : 
Psycho logy, 1970, 15, 258-264. ; 


Linder, 0. Ey , Wortman, C. B. & Brehm, J. W. Temporal changes in pre- 
‘ decision ‘preferences among choice alternatives. Journal of Personality 


and Social Psychology, ‘1971, 19, 282-284. 
Prieto, A. G.-& Zucker, S. H. Restructuracion del Conocimiento como 
Técnica De Modificacion de Conducta Con un Sujeto Retardado Moderamente. 
Analisis y Modi ficacién de Conducta, in press, 1977. 


Wicklund, R. A. Pre-choice preference reversal as a result of threat - 


to-decision freedom. Journal of Personality and Social Psycholoay, 
1970, 14, 8-17. | 


Wicklund, R. A. & Brehm, J. W. Attitude change as a function of felt 
competence and threat to attitudinal freedom. Journal of Experimental 


Social Psychology, 1968, 4, 64-75. 
| Al 


; _ + — Wicklund, R. A.,eS¥attum, V., & Solomon, E. Effects of implied pressure 
toward commitment on Peas of choice alternatives. Journal of * ° 


» Experimental Social Psychology, 1970, 6, 449-457. teas 
va “ Worchel, S. & Arnold, S. E.. The effects of censorship ai attractive- 
‘ye _ 2 ness of the censor on attitude change. Journal of Experimental 


and Social Psychology, 1973, 9, 365-377. 


Wofchet, S. & Brehm; J. W. “Effects of threats to attitudinal freedom 
"as a function of agreement with the communicator. Journal of 


personel ity and Social Psychology, 1970, 14, 18-22. 


Worchel , S.-& Brehm, J. W. Direct and implied social restoration of 


freedom. ° Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 1971, 
294-304. . ® 
Zucker, S. H.- Use of reactance as a motivational technique with severely *~ 
and profoundly retarded children. Paper presented at the Annual 
Meeting of The American Association on Mental Deficiency® Toronto, wt 
Nears 1974. ; 3 ; pe 


“\ 


12 


=e Baseline Intervention 
v ) 
\ 1, 
st 
‘ ihe 
x \ 
a2 
ah y 
: \ 
; a 
f * 
* wen 4 e¥a ; f : e 


1234 5678 9 lon 12:13 4 5-H IT 18 4 2021 22-23 24 2S 2427 2B 24 4 BI 32 33 34 35 Se 37 3B 39 YO 
pe i ‘ - P : : ” ig 


Days 


Figure 1 Frequency of Verbal Outbursts 
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Figure 3 Frequency of "Hand Raising" Behavior 


BPESSHVREL SLAP A PLES SEL ESTA ¥ 


ie 


19 


Baseline 


-» 
rh a 
id ee { 
es ’ 
Intervention S\ 
- : ¥ 
~~~ 
s Y = é 
“e ? 
7 @ @ weruw 2 8:4 


Days ~ 
Figure 4 Digits Written in 10 Minutes 


Problems Answered 


am ; 
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